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Journalism

Why The Press Isn’t Always Free in Indian Country
Chairperson: Clem Work
Most local Native American newspapers are funded by their tribe. Not surprisingly, the people
controlling the purse strings—tribal officials—often want to tug the editorial strings, too. This is
called press interference. It’s a pervasive issue in Indian Country and has been ever since the 19®
century, when the Cherokee tribe began publication of the Cherokee Phoenix.
The term “press inference” is a nebulous one. The late Richard LaCourse, a renowned native
journalist and devoted agitator for freedom for the press, identified a handfulof types of press
interference common in Indian Country. Among them were: “Political firings before or after tribal
elections”; “political cutoff or selective reduction of funding for publication”; prior restraint
(censorship); nepotism—installing friendly but unqualified reporters and editors; firings over
editorials; denial of access to meetings, documents; death threats resulting from publication or in
attempt to prevent publication.
But how big a problem is press interference Indian Country? The answer, maybe, is it depends upon
your view of the function of the press. If your perspective is an American one^which-sees-the-press asX"watchdog” that keeps government in check, you may find tribal press outlets lacking. However, if
you see the press as both an agent of government oversight and a generator of social capital, you may
be inclined to give Native publications more slack.
There is increasing evidence that tribes are starting to loosen their grip on their newspapers. But they
are doing so in their own fashion, and on their own schedule. For some, this indicates that the native
press is in the process of developing its own identity, one distinct from the mainstream press. And this
process of self-realization may yield a tribal press—and readership—that is okay with a certain amount
of “interference.”
Others, while they agree that Native journalism is must follow its own trajectory, advocate that it do
so as a separate entity from tribal government. Speaking from a more libertarian view of the press,
these commentators say financial independence is essential to journalistic freedom.
It is a fascinating time to observe the Native press. New media, particularly blogs, whose authors
operate in an anarchic and amorphous world, are often more insulated from political pressure. As
more communities bridge the connectivity divide, the Internet will spur the growth, reach and power of
Native journalism—and will certainly alter the debate over press interference in Indian Country.

WHY THE PRESS ISN’T ALWAYS FREE IN INDIAN COUNTRY

INTRODUCTION:
WHAT IS THE ROLE OF THE PRESS?
By investigating the issue of press interference in Native American media outlets, I imply that press
interference is a bad thing and that it is a big enough problem to warrant a master’s thesis. Conversely,
I imply that a free press is good. If I haven’t done so already, I will identify my own journalistic
biases, because I think it’s important to unearth my own preconceptions of what I believe is both the
function of the press and its ideal position within society. I w.ouldn!Lhave-given-mv-bias&s-a-theught—
had one of my thesis committee members, University of Montana law professor Raymond Cross, not
indirectly brought them up.
In my first meeting with him after he agreed to sit on my committee, Cross, a member of the
Three Affiliated Tribes of the Fort Berthold Indian Reservation, asked the following questions:
“What is the function of a free press? What can it do in Indian Country? Is freedom of the
press necessary?”
Cross’ questions caught me flatfooted. They made me realize that I’d driven my thesis out of
the garage and into traffic without first looking both ways.
Like most Americans, I have an internalized view of the press and its proper role in society—
a view so reflexive it escapes examination. “Is freedom of the press necessary?” It had never occurred
to me to ask that question. I assumed that a free press was a universal good, a good beyond question.
Despite widespread distrust of the media, the notion that the press is an informal branch of
government—the Fourth Estate—persists1. Looking at the United States’ 200-plus years of
jurisprudence, one could easily come to the conclusion that the press’ primary role, in the eyes of the
law, is to aid the democratic process, specifically, to provide a balance—a check—on abuse of power.

1 The Pew Research Center’s ‘Trends 2005,” shows a steep decline in public trust of the news media.
In 1973, roughly 85 percent of Americans had at least some confidence in the news media. That
percentage has dropped to under 60 percent—even though, according to study, “the public
continues to be largely supportive of the news media’s role as a political watchdog.”
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In 1963, Frederick S. Siebert published “The Four Theories of the Press.” In this influential
work, Siebert identified four theories of press/political society interaction: authoritarian, libertarian,
Soviet and social responsibility. Here they are in a nutshell:
Authoritarian theory: absolute government control over media. Press serves as a political
airbrush. The only information valued in this model is that which reinforces the
dominant political structure.
Libertarian theory: Milton and Locke were classic advocates of the libertarian model. In
it, the press is supposed to flood the “market”2 with any and all speech—even if it
includes profanity and dissent. The market will then winnow the truth from the chaff
and, in the process, keep elected leaders honest.
Soviet theory: the press, like in the authoritarian model, is a political bullhorn. It
ostensibly serves the interests of the proletariat. Though overtly ideological, there is a
modicum of emphasis on objectivity and self-regulation, distinguishing it slightly from
the authoritarian model. Think China.
____
________
Social responsibility theory: advocates of this model hold that the “market place of ideas”
won’t always produce the truth. In this model, the media are obliged to be objective, fair
and sympathetic to minority groups.

Without planning it or consciously choosing it—after four years at a liberal arts college, two years in
journalism school, and a total of 26 years on this earth—I’ve emerged with a press theory bias that is
an mixture of the libertarian and social responsibility models. And that, not coincidentally, is probably
the best description of our current mainstream press-society relationship.
Because Indian Country (unfortunately, another reductive term) is composed of 562 tribes, each
with their own system o f government, some with large, impersonal bureaucracies, some with tiny
enrollments, some with a newspaper, some without, it is impossible to apply just one of Siebert’s
theories. In fact, on close examination of each tribal nation, you may find permutations of all of
them—even the seemingly anachronistic Soviet model.

Raymond Cross asked if a free press is necessary in a small, face-to-face society, where there isn’t an
arm’s length between government and the governed. What if that democratic organization is small
both demographically and geographically? In an impersonal bureaucratic government, in which a
citizen’s only knowledge of government and their fellow citizens comes from the press, the need, he

2 Oliver Wendell Holmes coined the term “market place of ideas,” which became the commonly used
metaphor among libertarian advocates of free speech.
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agued, for a free press may be greater than in a small, interconnected community. In “Democracy in
America,” Alexis De Tocqueville observed that a large, sparsely populated republic needs a newspaper
to function properly:
When no firm and lasting ties any longer unite men, it is impossible to obtain the
cooperation of any great number of them unless you can persuade every man whose help
is required that he serves his private interest by voluntarily uniting his efforts to those of
all the other. That cannot be done habitually and conveniently without the help of a
newspaper. Only a newspaper can put the same thought at the same time before a
thousand readers ... so hardly any democratic association can carry on without a
newspaper.

According to the 2000 Census, the Cherokee nation in Oklahoma, which has the longest newspaper
tradition among Native American tribes, has the largest population (462,327) in the U.S. The Navajo
Nation Reservation, which spans New Mexico, Arizona and Utah, is home to 180,462 people, most of
whom are Navajo. By contrast, the Goshute Reservation, which straddles the border o f Nevada and
Utah, has a population of 105 people. Is a free press more necessary in one than in the other?

AN UNDERUSED RESOURCE
The 1934 Indian Reorganization Act conveyed the certainty that there is only one right way to govern:
democratically. In this vein, the federal government persuaded many tribal nations to scrap their own
system of governance and adopt western liberal democracy. Leaving aside whether western liberal
democracy is a good or bad political system, the Indian Reorganization Act implied a paternal “We
know what’s best.” Non-Native observers of the Native press, particularly those who bemoan the lack
of freedom—and this includes myself—may be falling into this patronizing pattern of thought.
Teresa Lamsam is a journalism school professor at the University of Nebraska, who, before
entering academia, worked in mainstream media and edited the now-defunct newspaper of the Osage
Nation. “What I don’t like,” Lamsam says, “is the idea is that we’re going to take the mainstream way
of doing things and were going to solve all of your problems in tribal press and indeed even the [entire]
tribe because going to come in and show you how to run your publication so that you can help
democracy function better.” Lamsam argues that each tribe is entitled to its own approach, its own
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idea of what the press-society relationship should be. And, if there is lack of press freedom in a
particular tribe, that tribe will have to come up with its own prescriptions, on its own time.
Doctors, lawyers, entrepreneurs—everyone in these professions has a clear idea of what their role
is, Cross said. But, he asked, what about the press? What function does a free press serve? How does
that function change, from mainstream to native news outlets, tribe to tribe? Frank King, editor and
publisher of the Native Voice, an independent paper founded in 2001, takes a page from the libertarian
model. Freedom of the press, King says, “is about being able to say to your tribal [leaders]: You’re not
doing a good job.” In other words, the press is the watchdog and its function is to “speak truth to
power.” Lamsam, who is working on her own Native press theory, says the watchdog role is too
narrow and doesn’t always fit.
[If] we go in and look at a tribal newspaper from the orientation of the mainstream,
libertarian/social responsibility model, if we’re looking at it from that orientation, then
we’re coming at it completely different and our focus may stay on the watchdog role of
the press ... But if we keep the focus on the watchdog function, how well is that serving
the tribal community? Who’s doing the boosting of heritage? Who’s spotlighting the
accomplishments? Who’s showing that Coleman Eagle-Elk won first place in the junior
division at Denver Pow Wow? Are those functions somehow not important? ... What
about culture and language? What about having stories that are specifically written about
historical events? What about running health-type articles?
Lamsam told me an anecdote about what the press can do for tribal communities. When she was editor
of the Osage News, in the mid-1990s, she received a call from woman who was involved in providing
free mammograms for women on the reservation. The noble gesture was undercut because few
women were actually showing up at the “mammogram van” to get tested. Lamsam published a story
about the service and encouraged women on the reservation to get tested. As a result, the van was
inundated with grateful women. “I’m seeing the watchdog role as a lot broader than what a lot
mainstream journalists think of it as,” says Lamsam. “If we’re going to be watchdogs then we better
start watching over our own health.”

BEGINNINGS
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Modem Native journalism began in 1828, with the publication of the Cherokee Phoenix. The
story of the Phoenix both illustrates the promise and foreshadows the future problems of Native
journalism.
Publication of the Phoenix was made possible by self-taught silversmith named Sequoyah,
who created the Cherokee syllabary in 1821. According to Dan Agent, a contemporary Native
journalist who now edits the Phoenix, “the Cherokee syllabary would be the seed from which Native
American journalism would originate.”3 Sequoyah’s syllabary, 86 syllables with a character for each,
blazed through the Cherokee community, and after “a few months” the entire Cherokee nation was
literate, says Agent.
The success of Sequoyah’s syllabary is hard to overestimate—especially given the historical
context. Full literacy was out of reach for most citizens of the most prosperous and technologically
advanced nations. In her forward to the seminal book “Let My People Know: American Indian
Journalism 1828-1978,” authored by James and Sharon Murphy, Jeanette Henry writes:
In a matter of months, through use of the Sequoyah system of writing, the Cherokee
Nation had wiped out illiteracy, and this at a time when most of the world’s people could
not read or write. Indeed, even in Europe, home of the first printing press, writing and
reading still were monopolized by the church hierarchy and the upper classes.

In 1821, the Cherokee tribe could claim title as the first literate nation. Shortly after, in 1828, the tribe
published the first bilingual publication in the Western Hemisphere, the Cherokee Phoenix. Though
skeptical at first, the tribal leadership recognized the significance of Sequoyah’s syllabary. In 1823,
the General Council of the Cherokee Nation presented the wordsmith with a silver medal “for his
ingenuity in the invention of the Cherokee alphabet.”
Elias Boudinot, teacher and college-educated missionary, recognized the potential of
Seqouyah’s invention4. Given a green light from the council, Boudinot embarked, in 1826, on a
fundraising trip in hopes of raising enough cash to start the first Cherokee newspaper. Boudinot, a
skilled orator, roused audiences throughout the north- and southeast, rallying them to the cause of a
Cherokee newspaper. On May 26, 1896, at the First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, Boudinot
3 Dan Agent. “A Brief History of Native American Journalism.”
4 James and Sharon Murphy. “Let My People Know: American Indian Journalism 1828-1978.”
University of Oklahoma Press. 1981.
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delivered what was to be his most famous speech, which was later dubbed “Boudinot’s Address to the
Whites.” Perhaps playing to his audience or simply speaking from his own pious Christianity,
Boudinot’s plea for funds was laced with religious rhetoric and copious references to “the
Christianization and civilization” of his people:
[Wishing] something for themselves, the Cherokees has thought it advisable that there
should be established, a Printing Press and Seminary of respectable character; and for
these purposes your aid and patronage are now solicited. TTiey wish the types, as
expressed in their resolution, to be composed of English letters and Cherokee characters.
Those characters have now become extensively used in the nation; their religious songs
are written in them; there is an astonishing eagerness in people of all classes and ages to
acquire knowledge of them; and the New Testament has been translated into their
language. All this impresses on them the immediate necessity of procuring types. The
most informed and judicious of our nation believe that such a press would go further to
remove ignorance, and her offspring superstition and prejudice, than all other means.
The Phoenix was bom into a world of dramatic and violent upheaval. After years of treaties in which
Southern Indian tribes lost acre upon acre of land, the federal government had begun suggesting—and
would soon demand—that the five dominant tribes of the South (Seminole, Chickasaw, Choctaw,
Cherokee and Creek) move West. Some Cherokees willingly moved to Arkansas. In 1828,2,000
Creek Indians moved west to Alabama. However, most stayed and adopted some elements of white
society, hoping that their land holdings would erode no further5. Of course, this was wishful thinking.
The election, in 1828, of Andrew Jackson was especially bad for Southern Indians. Years
before, Jackson had relentlessly fought against Southern Indians who fought with the British in the
War of 1812. His presidency was no less hostile to Southern Native Americans. At his request,
Congress passed removal legislation in 1830.
According to James and Sharon Murphy, Boudinot’s zeal for a Cherokee newspaper was both
religious and political. While he advertised the paper as a tool to “civilize” and “christianize” his
fellow Cherokee, he also knew the paper might well be a crucial tool in his tribe’s survival:
[The] Cherokee Nation and its national council knew their people needed an accelerated
educational program in order to survive. To fight the white man’s encroachment on their
homelands they had to learn to use the white man’s weapons. The council hoped to unify
opinion in the nation to gain outside support for the Indians’ rights to their homelands.
(23)

5 Angie Debo. “A History of the Indians of the United States.” University of Oklahoma Press. 1970.
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Eventually, Boudinot got his press, and the Phoenix swiftly rose to prominence, not only within
Cherokee society but throughout the country and even overseas. Boudinot used the nascent paper as a
pulpit for opposing removal and increasingly onerous state legislation, including Georgia’s move, in
1829, to deny Native Americans the right to due process in state courts. In the face of increasing
hostility from white society, Boudinot added “and Indian Advocate” to the Phoenix’s masthead.
The fall of Boudinot and the Phoenix illustrates the inherent vulnerability of a press that is too
closely linked to political leadership. Similar stories have played out in many Native newspapers
since.
Despite his initial opposition, Boudinot began to side with a minority of Cherokee who felt
that removal was the tribe’s only option. Boudinot’s shift put him at odds with Cherokee Chief John
Ross. Ross, convinced that the Phoenix should speak with one voice—a voice against removal—
prohibited Boudinot from publishing editorials in favor of relocation. Unwilling to ignore his
convictions and compromise his editorial duties, Boudinot resigned. His resignation letter, printed in
the August 11, 1832 issue of the Phoenix, read:
I could not consent to be the conductor of this paper without having the privilege and the
right of discussing those important matters ... I should think it my duty to tell them the
whole truth. I cannot tell them that we shall be reinstated in our rights when I have no
such hope.
Chief Ross’ installation of his brother-in-law as editor initiated the practice of journalistic
nepotism. Though Elijah Hicks faithfully toed the tribe’s anti-removal line, he lacked Boudinot’s
expertise and flare, and he piloted the Phoenix into the ground. On May 31,1834, after just under two
years of faltering advertising revenue, declining editorial content, reader apathy and sporadic
publication, the proverbial Phoenix went up in smoke.
The Cherokee newspaper was the first bilingual publication in the Western Hemisphere.
Under the stewardship of Elias Boudinot, his hard-won press could barely chum out enough copies to
sate reader demand—demand that even extended to Germany6. Despite its initial success, the paper
didn’t survive the tumult of the 1830s. Viewing debate as dissent, John Ross became the first in a long
line of chiefs to meddle with the press—with, one could argue, a fatal result.

6 James and Sharon Murphy. “Let My People Know: American Indian Journalism 1828-1978.”
University of Oklahoma Press. 1981.
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Mark Trahant is a revered journalist in both native and non-native media and author of
“Pictures of Our Nobler Selves,” a historical account of three ground-breaking native journalists,
beginning with Boudinot. “The story of The Phoenix illustrates the central quandary of tribal
journalism today,” Trahant writes. “Does a tribal newspaper serve its community by printing
discourse? Or, does it aid the enemies of tribal government by revealing a community's weakness?
This debate is no more resolved now than when Boudinot died. It is also one of the reasons for the
success of independent newspapers, such as Tim Giago's Indian Country Today and Paul DeMain's
News From Indian Country.”

DEFINING PRESS INTERFERENCE
The issue of press interference in Native media isn’t news. People have been leveling charges against
both the tribal press (for being shills) and leadership (for being meddlesome) for years7. The common
refrain is that tribally-owned newspapers aren’t newspapers at all—they’re press releases in disguise.
They’re referred to as “corporate newsletters”8 that simply burnish the tribe’s reputation by hyping the
good news and muffling the bad. Of course, not all press interference is an attempt to improve the
tribe’s PR, A lot of press interference is just old-fashioned corruption—a tribal politician doesn’t want
his or her constituents to know just how crooked he or she is.
The term “press inference” means many different things. The late Richard LaCourse, a
renowned native journalist and devoted agitator for freedom for the press, identified half a dozen or so
varieties of press interference common in Indian country. Among them were:
“Political firings before or after tribal elections”;
“Political cutoff or selective reduction of funding for publication”;
Nepotism—installing friendly but unqualified reporters and editors;
Firings over editorials;
Denial of access to meetings, documents;
Death threats resulting from publication or in attempt to prevent publication.

7 Sharon Murphy acknowledged the problem of press interference 26 years ago in “Let My People
Know.” P. 161
81 quoted Denny McAuliffe calling tribal newspapers “corporate newsletters” in a story I wrote for the
August 18 issue of the Santa Fe Reporter called “A segregated media: why the news never goes
native.”
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Editors of tribally owned newspapers have endured overbearing leadership as long as such newspapers
have been in print. As editor of the Navajo Times, Tom Arviso has run the tribal politics gauntlet
many times. Fortunately for Arviso, his paper is now out from under the tribal roof, and the Times’
editorial freedom has expanded greatly. But when the paper was owned by the tribe, life could get
scary. Once, a tribal councilman, angry over some of Arviso’s copy, threatened to firebomb his house.
While threats of bodily injury were somewhat rare, it was the day-to-day bureaucratic annoyances that
really hampered Arviso’s job as editor. “Before, I had to deal with a lot of politics, I had to deal with
people’s personalities and attitudes and having to follow rules and regulations that really should not
apply to a newspaper,” Arviso says. “Because we were under the umbrella of the government, there
was a certain way we had to do things. And it was time consuming to have to follow their rules and
regulations. Just to get things done in a timely manner was just crazy.”
Access to government—the lifeblood of political journalism—is still routinely denied to Arviso,
and he has few tools—there is no Freedom of Information Act—with which to open closed doors.
“You really don’t have any recourse.” says Arviso. “You can publicize it. You write in the paper,
‘We tried to get info from the division of finance but their controller refused to comply with our
request.’ You can call them on the carpet, so to speak. Other than that its just a matter of meeting with
those people in positions of power and saying ‘Hey, we’ve got have this communication going.’ That’s
it. If that doesn’t work, you’re SOL, man.”
With the exception of the Cherokee nation’s brand new open access law, no tribes have
constitutional or statutory language mandating freedom of access. Without access, newspapers cannot
adequately report on the affairs of the state—no matter how little editorial interference they have to put
up with.
Like many non-native community newspapers, tribal newspapers are often, at best, one part hardnosed investigators and two parts sycophantic cheerleading squad. Some tribes have balked at the
presence of even a modicum of critical reporting. Joe Martin is editor of the Cherokee One Feather,
which is published by the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians in Cherokee, NC. Martin must contend
with his supervisor’s editorial whitewashing. “Part of the issue is that I’ve had a supervisor who
knows nothing about journalism . . . ” says Martin. “I basically have a supervisor who wants to put a
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happy face on everything.” Tribal leadership, he says, worries that negative news detracts from crucial
tourism revenue. Because tourism is actually rising in the area, “That’s not an argument they can
actually make,” says Martin. He still manages to print some editorials that are not flattering to the
reservation or the tribe. “Actually, I’m surprised that I haven’t been let go yet,” says Martin.
In an extreme case of editorial white-outing, the tribal leadership of the Fort Hall Indian
Reservation chastised Sho-Ban News editor Lori Edmo-Suppah for printing too many negative letters
to the editor. (Prior to printing the critical letters, she had drawn the ire of the tribal council by writing
about a gag order placed on the paper as it was reporting a story involving the tribe and a shady casino
vendor.) “It was similar to a dictatorship,” she says, adding that even the most basic government
information was kept from the public. “When the previous chairman was in office, he and some other
council members voted to not allow the newspaper to print resolutions that the council passed.”
Edmo-Suppah was ultimately fired by the tribal council and the Sho-Ban News went silent.
At the urging of her former readers, she started the Native Gem, which published three issues, each
funded entirely through donations.
The people behind her removal eventually lost their respective elections, and their
replacements on the council reinstalled Edmo-Suppah as editor. Her relationship with the council is
“100 percent better,” she says. But like Arviso’s Navajo Times, the Sho-Ban News is often denied
access to information. “Like every reservation, we have a problem with meth,” says Edmo-Suppah.
“And we report on what’s happening with that, but sometimes we don’t always get the information
from our tribal police. We have to do the best we can.”
Edmo-Suppah’s job isn’t to make the tribe look bad. “We try to balance and do feature
stories on good things, but we have to report on the bad things because they do happen,” she says.
“You live through the heartache of death and tragedy, but then on other hand you live through the
celebration of winning state basketball championships or having a professional bull rider who’s in the
top standings of the Profession Bull Rider’s Association. It’s from one extreme to the other. It’s just
learning to have people trust you and to believe in what you’re doing and that it’s important.”
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Sixty percent of the funding for Sho-Ban News comes from the tribal government. “I think [the
press and government] need to be separate, but you do the best with what you have,” Edmo-Suppah
says. “The tribal people let us know when they think we could do more. They’re very vocal.”

SELF-PRESERVATION VERSUS PROPAGANDA
Indian Country Today is the leading national daily in Indian Country. It’s a handsome broadsheet with
lots of color, elegant design and excellent reportage. It’s also owned by the Oneida Indian Nation of
upstate New York. Paul DeMain, the owner of News From Indian Country, one of Today’s
competitors and a longtime critic, says that the paper seldom prints negative stories about the tribe’s
powerful members. “It depends on what you don’t read,” says DeMain. “You don’t get so much
outright censorship—even though those issues erupt around politics and other issues—what you get is
a sense of self-preservation and self-censorship.”
Self-preservation does indeed come through some of the copy in Indian Country Today—
illustrating the age-old impulse of Native journalism, which began with the Cherokee Phoenix and
Indian Advocate, to fuse objective reporting with biased-—but perhaps necessary—-advocacy. ICT’s
coverage of a recent U.S. Supreme Court ruling, City of Sherrill v. Oneida Indian Nation of New York,
is a good example. In Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s opinion, the court held, 8-1, that the land repurchased by
the Oneida tribe does not revert to sovereign status. On April 13, 2005, ICT ran the story, above the
fold, with the head “Aftershocks from Sherrill case spreading.” The story read as opinion, or at the
very least, analysis, but there was no identification that it was either. The upshot of the ruling, the
story notes, is that it “[leaves] open to state and local taxation the extensive business holdings of the
Oneidas and other central New York tribes, including the valuable Turning Stone Resort and Casino.”
The “ripples of shock” from the ruling, it reads, “are tearing at the intricate fabric of state-Indian and
internal Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) relations. Or perhaps the more accurate metaphor is that it is
poisoning already murky waters.” Whether the ruling poisoned or purified the waters of state-Indian
or internal Iroquois relations, such writing is usually, in the mainstream media, consigned to editorial
pages.
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Teresa Lamsam betrays a slight annoyance at all the fuss over freedom of the press in Indian
Country. To her, it’s a perennial issue almost reflexively taken up by trade publications such Editor
and Publisher and the Columbia Journalism Review. Inevitably, those articles, with a slight
patronizing tone, sound the alarm of press restriction in Indian Country. They say that all tribally
owned newspapers shamelessly print official propaganda. As a doctoral student in journalism at the
University of Missouri, Lamsam may have proven their argument wrong in her survey, “Like the sun
piercing the clouds: Native American tribal newspapers and their functions.” Lamsam studied the
news content of three leading tribally owned newspapers, those of the Cherokee, Creek and Sac and
Fox nations. The data reveal that most of the front-page copy was not just official propaganda. It was,
more often than not, active internal and external “surveillance.” That is, the front pages contained
factual coverage that informed readers about everything from tribal government activity to reservation
health concerns, such as diabetes, to reportage on federal Indian policy to profiles of local
personalities. “The function of surveillance,” Lamsam wrote, “dominated in count and column
inches.” Other types of copy, such as stories designed to transmit culture or provide entertainment—
what is pejoratively known in newsrooms as “fluff’ were dwarfed by “hard” news stories. Propaganda
was almost non-existent. Lamsam’s study essentially backs the censorship charge but refates the
propaganda charge. In her conclusion, Lamsam wrote,
Tribal governments and Indian journalists obviously view the tribal newspaper as
somewhat of an advocacy press system. If that were so, correlation9 would appear
frequently as a function. It did not. If the criticism of propaganda were true, correlation
would also appear as a significant function. But what does appear are the results of
censorship, and in the performance of such, tribal officials prevent not only negative
news from being published, but also sanitize the content to the point of nearly excluding
the correlation function.
Critics argue that the illegitimacy of the tribal newspapers results because of
censorship and propaganda. Tribal governments rarely present an argument or take
action to the contrary. Even though this study cannot address those perceptions in
general, it should cast a seed of doubt as to whether the tribal press meets their common
perception.

Lamsam said her beef with tribes is not that they censor their publications. “My fight is with tribal
governments and their disinterest in their publications and their compete lack of awareness of what
9 “Correlation,” a cryptically academic word employed in the heady word of communication theory, is,
according to Lamsam, “an article [that] may enforce tribal social norms by consensus or exposing
deviants; confer status by highlighting opinion leaders; operate as a check on government; impede
threats to social stability; and manage or monitor public opinion.”
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those publications could do for the community,” she says. “My orientation has shifted to development
through communication.” Lamsam bemoans the fact that most tribally-owned papers receive the
“budgetary crumbs” from their governments.10

FOURTH ESTATE AND BEYOND
Promoters of freedom of the press often assume that the press is the only medium for government
oversight. The role of the press became an issue in the wake of the school shooting at the Red Lake
reservation in Northern Minnesota. Shortly after the tragedy, Red Lake leaders agreed to limit press
access. Their stated rationale was to protect their citizens from prying journalists during a time of
profound grief. Among other non-native newspapers, the Grand Forks Herald wrote an editorial that
encouraged the Red Lake tribal council to promote press freedom as a way to combat social and
political ills. In response to the Herald, A-dae Romero, a law student at Arizona State University,
wrote that an absence of a free press doesn’t mean there is an absence of constructive criticism of the
government. In fact, he wrote, Native Americans have a long tradition of encouraging participation in
government.
Mark Trahant says Native Americans have a history of tolerance of expression that “pre-dates” the
Bill o f Rights and the first amendment. Why, then, if there is there is such a long tradition of openness
in tribes across Indian Country, is there now a problem with freedom of the press? “Tribes are still
pretty tolerant,” says Trahant. “When groups have general council they go for a very long time,
because they believe that everyone has a right to speak.”
In some cases, Trahant is even inclined to sympathize with intrusive tribal politicians. “No
other governments have to defend their very existence,” says Trahant. While current tribal chairmen
aren’t fighting removal, they’re often on guard against real or perceived attacks on their sovereignty.11
Former U.S. Representative Pat Williams once said that tribal politicians have the hardest job
of all elected officials. Contrasting holding tribal office with his experience as a congressman in far
10Many tribally-owned papers receive at lest half of the funding from the tribe. That money is
supplemented with often sporadic advertising revenue and subscription fees.
111 asked Trahant what he thought Elias Boudinot would make of modem Native journalism. Trahant
said Boudinot would be alarmed at “the move away from established precedent in Indian law.”

away Washington, D.C., Williams said Native politicians often live next door to the person who’s
affected by their policies. In other words, if a tribal leader wants to keep a lid on something or perhaps
maintain a low profile, it may be because he’s tired of being accosted in the grocery store checkout line
by disapproving constituents.
For Trahant, the “central quandary” of Native journalism is whether honest and open
discourse always benefits Native society, or if it occasionally weakens it by revealing tribal fault lines.
He says that the answer to that question is still up for grabs. “The tension still exists, but the tribes
have been very progressive about it,” he says. Though mostly a formality, Trahant points to the
National Congress of American Indians’ recent resolution, adopted in November 2003, as evidence of
the changing perception of the press’ role. The resolution reads, “the [National Congress of American
Indians] encourages Tribal Nations to ensure Freedom of the Press and develop those Media Polices so
the rights of the people will not be abridged.” Trahant says this admittedly powerless resolution shows
“at least they’re thinking about it.”

THE ECONOMICS OF PRESS INTERFERENCE
“The triumph of industrialization and capitalism (Hamilton’s vision) has fundamentally
altered the nature of the debate in our time. The question for citizens of that late 20th
century is not so much “How free is the press,” but rather, “How expensive is a free
press?” In Jefferson’s time anyone with a modest amount of spare cash could publish
pamphlets, broadsheets, electioneering tickets, and newspapers. Although the nation
soon settled on two major political parties (the administration and its opposition), a wide
range of points of view was available to the people of the new republic. In a sparely
populated, coastal republic, letters were themselves a significant political medium and
products of the press were routinely distributed hand to hand, shared between friends,
handed about in taverns and coffee houses.” -Clay Jenkinson, “From Milton to Media:
Information Flow in a Free Society.”
“Freedom of the press is guaranteed only to those who own one.” -Abbott Joseph
Liebling, “Do You Belong in Journalism?”

Many say the simplest and surest solution to press interference is press independence. “A lot of tribal
publications are dependent on their entire budget, in some cases, being subsidized by a tribal
government,” says Paul DeMain, who owns the independent News From Indian Country. Not only
will such publications incur the editorial meddling of tribal politicians, DeMain says, tribal reporters
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will show undue editorial deference to tribal leadership, because they depend on those very same
people to cut their paychecks every month. “When you have an independent publication, you have the
freedom to go where you need to go and you don’t have a dependency,” says DeMain. “We’re not
dependent on any one source of funding—we’re not housed in a tribal facility, where our rent is
waived or subsidized; we’re not dependent on the tribal telephone system or the tribal insurance
company for health insurance; we’re not dependent on a lot things that tribal publications are.”
Tom Arviso also believes economic independence is the key to guaranteeing freedom of the
press. “Self-sufficiency is the next level. I think native journalism has a good future. A lot of work
needs to be done, though. It’s an ongoing thing. It’s just like with every else in Indian Country,
you’ve got all kinds of issues and dilemmas to deal with, and native journalism is one of them. I think
we’ve made good progress but we need to really keep after it because its easy to let it go stale after a
while if people aren’t carrying out their end of the bargain in working toward becoming more selfsufficient.”
Tom Arviso’s experience with the Navajo Times—in which editorial freedom expanded with the
severing of financial ties to the tribe—is effective ammo for press-independence advocates. But the
Navajo Times is a different paper than, say, the Sho-Ban News, the paper of the Shoshone-Bannock
reservation in Idaho, which gets roughly 50 percent of its funding from the tribe, according the editor,
Lori Edmo-Suppah. The notable difference is that the Navajo Times had the option—the financial
wherewithal—to become independent. The Sho-Ban News doesn’t. “There is really nothing other
than financial viability that keeps an independent newspaper or publication from running,” says Teresa
Lamsam. While the independence model may fit in some cases, it’s not a one-size-fits-all solution.
And independently owned papers take flack from tribal governments, too. Frank King has
received plenty of threats from tribal council members, including, like Arviso, the threat of a firebombing. “Once, the council said they were going to break my legs,” King says. “I walked in the door
and said here’s my leg. Who is going to break it?” King’s bravado is laudable, but it doesn’t provide
much of a template for less confrontational but equally idealistic Native editors. Even independent
publications that may have no official ties to a tribe often feel pressure to avoid critical coverage, as
they rely heavily on those governments for precious advertising revenue.
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Is a government-owned free press an oxymoron? Perhaps not. The Cherokee government
currently owns the Advocate, but that same tribal government is probably the most progressive when it
comes to promoting freedom of the press. Recently, the Cherokee tribal council passed an open access
law—the first of its kind in Indian Country. Moreover, government sponsorship sometimes can be
beneficial, because state-owned papers can operate outside of the profit motive. Sure, such papers are
often more partisan, as is the case with many European publications. However, some media
commentators say independent newspapers, with their emphasis on generating ad revenue, are not
loyal the market place of ideas, but are partisans of the economic market place.12 “I think it’s okay that
the government produces radio show a tribal newspaper, whatever they want,” says Lamsam. “I also
think it’s okay if Mr. or Mrs. Citizen decides to publish their own newspaper. It’s the real world. If
they can publish and sustain it, and they can get something out of it, then they do it.”
Of course, starting a newspaper isn’t easy—-just ask Paul DeMain. “We started out on a shoe
string budget,” DeMain says. “We used my entire retirement fund from working in state government.
We hawked everything we had in terms of our names and reputations and we didn’t much pay home in
the beginning years of publication. We didn’t earn a lot of money.” The barriers to entry in the
newspaper business are very high. There are many voices, all competing over dwindling population of
newspaper readers. Edmo-Suppah says the Sho-Ban News will likely have to wait a while until it can
stand on its own in the face of heavy competition from nearby dailies. Like restaurants, print media
have a high mortality rate. And privately-owned papers in Indian Country have the added difficulty of
not always having a healthy economic playing field from which to recruit all-important advertisers.
Joe Martin, editor of the Cherokee One Feather, sees his paper’s credibility and bottom line as
part of the same string. If readers think the paper is just a mouthpiece for the tribe, their circulation
will suffer, he says. Ultimately, Martin says the paper will gain more credibility and become
financially stable when and if it divorces itself from the tribe. In the meantime, with the newspaper
dependent on the tribe for half its funding, Martin’s goal is to convince the tribe that openness is key.
“The real trick,” he says, “is convincing tribal politicians that it would be in their best interest to
operate this paper independently.”
2 Clint C. Wilson and Felix Gutierrez explore the editorial impact of the profit motive in their book “Race,
vlulticulturalism, and the Media.”
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BLOGGIN’ IN THE WIND
Thomas Friedman’s popular book on globalization, “The Lexus and the Olive Tree,” touts the
democratizing effects of the internet. Friedman claims that increasing interconnectedness, through
globalization and technological advancement, is producing “super-empowered individuals.” Although
blogging was in its infancy when Friedman’s book came out, bloggers fit the profile of Friedman’s
internet-fueled individuals.
Some commentators have analogized the rise of Web loggers with the rise of pamphleteers
during the penny press era.13 But blogs have the added advantage of not having to rely oh advertisers,
as the penny presses did. For better or worse, bloggers have no allegiances whatever. During a time
when mainstream media are consolidated ever further, the “blogosphere” is in its big bang stage.
There are no monopolistic dailies on the Internet. The barriers to entry are low—blogs take minutes to
start and can be sustained with change mined from one’s couch. They’re powerful, too. Just ask
Trent Lott and Dan Rather. The best part about blogs, though, may be their independence. Blogwatcher Jack Shafer wrote on Slate.com: “Because bloggers answer to no one, they need not worry if
their dispatches cause the chairman of the board o f General Motors to stop talking to the publisher—or
placing ads. Their independence gives them a subversive strength, one that undermines the cozy
relationship the press has with its corporate cousins and government. The unmediated nature of blogs,
which frightens so many professional journalists, is really a plus.” A.J. Liebling said freedom of the
press is only guaranteed to those who own one. Now, anyone with a personal computer and an internet
connection owns, for all intents and purposes, a printing press.
But the Internet isn’t available to all—in fact, many households in Indian Country lack basic
telephone service.14 Bridging the connectivity divide is the first step toward realizing blogs’ potential.
And despite financial independence, the powers-that-be still find ways to leverage control over
bloggers. Bill Killian authors the blog Eastemband.com, which sounds off on the happenings of North
13 “Looking Forward: Greater Politicization?” In Pew Research Center’s Trends 2005.
14 In 1999, the National Telecommunications and Information Administration called attention to the
“digital divide” in Indian Country in their report “Falling Through the Net: Defining the Digital
Divide.”
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Carolina Cherokee. His counterpart in the native-owned media is Joe Martin of the Cherokee One
Feather. “I have a lot more freedom than the tribal newspaper here,” Killian wrote. “It is tribally
owned and has a publications committee that must approve all articles and letters.”
Still, the tribal government combats Killian’s outspoken blog with what can only be described
as bureaucratic warfare. “I have had threats of lawsuits, but all I post I am sure I can prove,” he wrote.
“The biggest run-ins with the tribe have been with the attorney general's office and its obvious disdain
for my site and the info I post. The attorney general (a non- native) denied me use of the birthplace of
my people. They thought that for one day's picnic I should have to buy a million dollar insurance
policy for a year. Obviously horsecrap AND the attorney general office enforced the trademark on the
tribal seal and demanded I cease using it under threat of legal action.” The beauty of the blogosphere,
though, is its power in numbers. As more blogs crop up in Indian Country, the less vulnerable they
will be to this type of manipulation.
Bloggers aren’t the only beneficiaries of the Internet. “I think for one thing, the whole
communication process is so much better,” says Navajo Times’ Tom Arviso. “Not only are we able to
communicate better here on our reservation with our readers, but we communicate with everyone else,
too. I can get ahold of my friends in Hayward, Wisconsin, through an email, I can look at their Web
site and draw information from there. I can go to Seminole and see their Web site. To me its opening
a whole new area for communication, and I see it in a positive light. I say the more the better.”

WHAT DOES THE LAW SAY?
People interested in the tribal press have written reams on what exactly is the legal basis for press
restriction in Indian Country. Of course, there is no legal basis for press restriction, just as there isn’t
outside of Indian Country. Various laws, federal and tribal, are designed to ensure freedom of the
press to Native journalists. These laws aren’t acting as a brake on meddlesome tribal governments.
Congress passed the Indian Civil Rights Act in 1968. The act comprises cherry-picked
phrases from the Bill of Rights, one of which reads “No Indian tribe in exercising powers of selfgovernment shall make or enforce any law prohibiting the free exercise of religion, or abridging the
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freedom of speech, or of the press, or the right of the people peaceably to assemble and to petition for a
redress of grievances.” Congress’ intent in passing the law was to address grievances among Native
Americans regarding some corrupt tribal governments.
Whatever ICRA’s noble intent, the legislation hasn’t held much currency in tribal affairs. Ten
years after act was signed into law, in 1978, the Supreme Court put the boot on ICRA. In the case
Santa Clara Pueblo v. Martinez, the Supreme Court held that congress’ legislation unfairly trumped
Indian sovereignty, which was protected through tribes’ treaties with the federal government. Further,
the court stated that claims of civil rights violations under ICRA must be heard in tribal courts, not
federal ones. “The principal concern of journalists would be the independence of these [tribal] courts
from external political influences,” wrote Native free press advocate Richard LaCourse in his 1998
article, “Protecting the first amendment in Indian Country.” Going to tribal court with a first
amendment grievance isn’t likely to get you far, says Frank King. “You can say ‘You’re violating my
First Amendment rights,”’ King says. “They won’t understand you.”
The Indian Civil Rights Act isn’t the only toothless freedom of the press law in Indian Country—it
has a lot of company. In fact, many tribes have explicit constitutional language that calls for either
freedom of the press, freedom of access or both. Richard LaCourse found that between 1852 and
1968, 64 tribes amended their constitution to include free press provisions. Nonetheless, these
provisions are often ignored.
Paul DeMain says we shouldn’t count out the tribal courts—but, then, he also wouldn’t count
them out. “In 25-30 years from now we’re going to see in tribal courts that there have been certain
rulings, and I’m hopeful that those rulings will bend toward the tradition of access, and that has to do
with the general council and people expressing themselves as a historic right,” says DeMain. If the
U.S.’ experience is any guide, DeMain may be right to not lose faith in the tribal legal process,
however long it may take to jump on the free press bandwagon. America’s history with the first
amendment is, from an aerial view, as winding as a slow-moving river, and for all the high-minded
rhetoric of the founders, U.S. history books are full of examples—notably the Alien and Sedition Acts
and the sedition laws of WWI—in which the country lost its free press bearings. Still, despite
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occasional hiccups and doubling back, the courts have more consistently than not provided for more
protections for the press.

TRADITIONS
Chile is a country with a short democratic history and a long traidition of autocratic rule. Jorge Varela,
a Santiago-based lawyer specializing in international law, said that regardless of dictatorships or
democracies, Chileans have habit of acquiescing to government power. Even though there are
institutional mechanisms for civil participation, most of the populace willingly opts out of the
democratic process, perhaps because of their long history of not even having the choice to participate.
Can the same be said for Indian Country? Is there a history of repression stifling their embrace of
democracy? Freedom of expression? No, there isn’t. Quite the opposite.

Brian Bull, assistant news director at Wisconsin Public Radio, wrote this entry on the Covering Indian
Country Blog, an initiative of the Western Knight Center for Specialized Journalism:
N e z P e r c e t r a d it io n s in a j o u r n a l is t ’ s jo b

According to the elders of my tribe, the Nez Perce Indians handed down their values and
history through oral tradition for centuries. Particularly during the long winters when
people gathered in ionghouses, stories were passed on to younger generations who in
turn, would repeat those passages for their children.
To keep the culture preserved, such speakers had to be observant, accurate, objective, and
bear excellent communication skills.
Sound like a familiar job today?
I often reflect on my work as a journalist, and wonder if I’ve some inherent genetic code
that comes from this time-honored practice. And while print, television and the Internet
have given us more venues to learn of events and culture, I’m still drawn to the spoken
word.
I like to hear a voice, conversational and assuring, as it provides me news of the day’s
events or a profile of a compelling person. I sometimes even wish the walls of my house
or car could vanish, and be replaced with a makeshift lodge of deer hide or tule grass, a
fire burning in the center like the days of old.
But then a car horn blares somewhere behind me, or the phone rings. The modem
world’s intrusion reminds me of my place and time. I return to my computer and begin to
think how best to share the next story for my audience.
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Traditional Native American societies may have been more democratic and more open to expression
than the United States, and some people suggest that it was only when Native Americans adopted
westem-style democracy that those freedoms became threatened. Traditional tribal societies often
relied on community consensus in the decision-making process because of the belief that all opinions
should be heard.15 In certain cases, this is still unofficial practice. In Frank King’s relentless push for
freedom of the press, he maintains that Native Americans must assert their “cultural right” to speak
their mind. “We’ve always had it,” says King, who fashions himself a modern-day Eyapaha, or
“town-crier.” “Tribes wouldn’t have existed without the process of information exchange,” says King.
“They may not have written it on newsprint,” he says, but information flowed freely nonetheless. King
believes assimilation into America culture and adoption of American-style political organization
corrupted the native tradition of embracing freedom of expression. Implementation of the American
political model reached its apotheosis with the passage of the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act (IRA),
in which tribal communities were encouraged by the federal government to establish representative
democracies. “The 1934 government is a bland government,” says King. “You can elect anybody
now.” In their traditional political model, King says, leaders were chosen because of their cultural
commitment, capability and fairness—not for their political skills. Now, tribes are led not by the best
leaders, but, rather, the best politicians. King says corruption and suppression of expression are
products of IRA governments.
Paul DeMain also blames the Indian Reorganization Act for creating the conditions for tribal
press interference. According to DeMain, the introduction of western bureaucracy turned what was an
open, face-to-face political system, into a opaque arrangement of hierarchy and endless paper:
In tribal councils and tradition communities you had flows of information. If something
happened everyone knew about it, everyone talked about it, everyone saw it because you
were in a small community and it was fairly closed. There were very few secrets. How
much did the chief get paid? That depends on how much people gave to him and his
family... you go from those open forums where people got up and general council and
debated issues and nobody had a right to shut anyone else out, to where you have rules
and regulations governing tribal government. I think we came out of a very strong
tradition of freedom of the press, freedom of speech, freedom of access, into a paper
document era of tribal government where its harder to access those things.

15 “Native Americans and Religious Freedom: The Case for a ‘Re-Vision’ of the First Amendment” by
Karen Rasmussen & Craig R. Smith
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15 IT SELF-CENSORSHIP, OR JUST ANOTHER WAY OF DOING THINGS?
Many Native Americans condemn the practice of recording—broadcasting, filming, writing about—
certain ceremonies and traditional practices.16 Some newspaper editors will not cover particular events
because of cultural taboos. Frank King says that by not covering personal tragedies, “You’re keeping
your boundaries, out of respect.” For example, the Native Voice chose not to cover a story about a
mentally-retarded boy who killed his parents by setting his their house on fire. “One of our traditions
says ‘Don’t break up a family, don’t make it worse.’” For King, covering such an episode only
worsens a bad situation. Not only that, “Spiritually, it would bring bad luck,” he says. “It’s selling
drama.” Contrary to mainstream tastes, King says drama doesn’t sell well on the reservation.
Advertisers and readers will, if they think the paper has crossed the line, buy their ad space and get
their news elsewhere.
Tom Arviso, publisher of the Navajo Times, holds a similar position. When I asked him where
the points of departure were between Native and non-Native approaches to journalism, he said:
We are more respectful, I would say, of our people and of our culture and of our
language. Because we hold those things in high regard, there are certain things we will
not report on, or we would report on in a different way. One of the examples I would
give you is how people report on death. In our newspaper you won’t find dead Navajos
on our front page, but the daily paper here in Gallup, on a regular basis, they’ll have an
accident and you’ll see body lying there, another dead Navajo, another Navajo freezes to
death. They have no problem putting it on the front page. It’s just totally disrespectful.
It’s just to sell, sell news, sell a paper. It’s all about money. For us it’s not about money.
Its about doing what’s right, and about doing it in the right way.

Since the advent of the 24-hour news cycle, mainstream media outlets have moved timeliness to the
top of their journalistic priorities. News media prefer the “scoop” over ripened reportage, particularly
when it comes to disaster, personal or natural. The macabre newsroom saying, ‘If it bleeds, it leads,’
gets to the cold heart of popular journalism’s approach to crises. But when it comes to covering death,
Arviso will forgo the scoop and wait for the right moment—if and only if such a moment exists—to
get the story. “We still respect our culture,” Arviso says. “When people die, depending on what the
story entails, some families will say, ‘Will you please just leave us alone, let us have our four days to

16 Recently, a California judge ordered visual artist Lorenzo Baca to return audio and video footage of
a Tuolumne Band of Me-Wuk Indians tribal ceremony.
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mourn.’” As editor and publisher, Arviso respects the Navajo tradition in which families honor thendead with a four-day mourning period. “We say okay, and sure enough, families, when you honor and
respect them that way, they’ll be more open to you later when you come back and alright, let’s talk,”
he says. “They’ll give you the real story, what they’re really thinking, what really happened. Whereas
you get other people, in the mainstream media, who aren’t respectful, they’ll come in and they’ll get
the story every way they can.” Arviso contrasts his paper’s approach to that of the nearby daily
newspaper in Gallup, NM., which, Arviso says, routinely prints photos of dead people on the front
cover.
Looking through the prism of the mainstream/libertarian conception of the press, Arviso’s and
King’s temperance can be construed as self-censorship. Perhaps it is. In King’s case, his journalistic
restraint stems from his self-identification. “You’re a tribal member, then you’re a journalist,” King
says. “You’re responsible for your culture first.”

A LACK OF EDUCATION
Some self-censorship isn’t as high-minded. In fact, according to Frank King, tribal editors will put the
muzzle on themselves because they don’t know any better. “When non-Native journalists go into the
field, everybody knows what freedom of the press is, but not very many Indians do,” King says.
King’s mission has been to educate not only his fellow journalists about freedom of the press, but all
tribal members. He authored a resolution adopted by the National Congress of American Indians that
calls for a free press. “Tribes are so used to living under a third world government that they don’t
understand what freedom of the press is ... ” King says. “We need to teach these rights to our
governments.”
There is a dearth of journalism education opportunities in Indian Country. And the mostly white
newsrooms outside of Indian Country, particularly in universities and colleges, deter many minorities
from participating in what is often a critical step in starting a career as a journalist. As a result, many
rookie Native reporters enter the profession with little understanding of their rights and obligations.
“What you’ll get with smaller tribal newspapers is people that used to be doing other things,” says
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Tom Arviso. “Their education and background are in something totally different... They make
mistakes and they’re more apt to go with the flow and say ‘Okay, we can’t write about that because
that’s the chairman’s cousin. We don’t want to write about him, because we could get fired.’ But in
actuality, they don’t realize they have a right and there are reasons why they should be doing it.”
Even editors with education and experience gag themselves. While former Navajo Times editor
Mark Trahant has never opted for self-censorship, he can understand the reasons why some editors
silence themselves. “To me it often boils down to who the editor is and how much courage they have,”
says Trahant. Trahant paraphrased a common aphorism of tribal journalism: “You almost have to be a
god to be a tribal editor, and even then you’d probably get fired.” Not only is one’s job often in peril,
but one’s community standing is, too. In their urban aerie, writers for large-circulation metro papers
can write caustic editorials about members of the community and never have to the face their human
victim. Meanwhile, if you publish controversial copy on the reservation, “people will be coming to
your door wanting to sit down and have coffee,” says Trahant.

WAS RED LAKE AN EXAMPLE OF PRESS RESTRICTION?
The Red Lake school shooting on March 21, 2005, in which nine people were killed by 16-year-old
Jeff Weise, was a tragedy. What is less clear is whether the ensuing restrictions, enforced with shrewd
efficiency by the tribal council, on media covering the tragedy constituted undue press interference.
After the shooting, the tribe corralled all journalists into the jail parking lot. “It was a little
humorous that that’s where the reporters where—in a detention facility,” says reporter Jodi Rave, who
writes for the Lee Newspapers chain and traveled to Red Lake after the shooting. The council issued
constant reminders to the press that they were “guests” at the reservation and should obey the tribal
council. Perceived violators of the tribe’s rules received swift reprisal. The Reporter’s Committee for
Freedom of the Press reported that tribal police searched and detained two photographers who were
taking images, from a moving car, of a roadside memorial the day after the shooting. Their cameras
were seized—a move which the assistant general counsel for AP called “over-the-top, dangerous and
unprovoked.”
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Without a doubt, Red Lake officials tied the media’s shoelaces together. The press’ movement
was limited; cameras were taken; and, as the Associated Press reported, some tribal members were
discouraged by the tribal chairman, Floyd Jourdain, from talking to the media.17 Denny McAuliffe,
former Washington Post editor and associate professor of journalism at the University of Montana,
says the move of the council to restrict the press was “a case study of what not to do.” McAuliffe says
the move not only made the tribe look bad, but also prevented positive stories from being written at a
time when most of the dispatches from Red Lake were focusing on the dismal, poverty-stricken aspects
of life on the reservation.
The Grand Forks Herald printed an editorial in response to Red Lake’s stiff-arm of the press.
“Red Lake Nation faces a path strewn with obstacles,” the editorial reads, “ ... [such] obstacles would
challenge any government. But America's state and federal governments have a tool that acts like a
chainsaw in such situations, and helps leaders and citizens cut a path and see their way clear. That tool
is a free press. The Red Lake Nation should consider learning from other governments' example, and
nurturing the institution of a free press as a way to attack and then solve problems.”
Did the tribe’s restriction of the media reflect a broader disregard for freedom of the press?
Perhaps. But their actions have also been interpreted as both pragmatic and magnanimous by media
critics and journalists themselves. In an email, Scott Lyons, a professor of English at Syracuse
University who grew up on nearby Leech Lake Reservation in northern Minnesota, explained his
support of the media controls:
It was a wise decision because nothing good could come from excessive media attention
at Red Lake. It's no secret that the corporate media, especially television, is currently in
the business of making sensationalist "infotainment," not news per se - at least not in the
way people normally think of news (e.g., the reporting of facts, the critical analysis of
events, etc). How would anyone at Red Lake be served by having cameras thrust into
their faces asking for their “opinions” regarding the murders, especially during a time of
profound collective grief? How is anyone served by that? I see the media ban as
positively operating on two levels: first, it protected the local citizenry from media
exploitation during a time of vulnerability; and second, it recognized that there was really
nothing positive to be gained by intense media attention. So why not get rid of the
reporters?

17 AP reporter Pat Condon wrote: “Not everyone on the reservation was happy with the way Jourdain
handled the shooting aftermath. After strict limits were placed on journalists covering the story,
relatives of one shooting victim complained that they were being prevented from sharing their story,
and that Jourdain had even questioned one of them before allowing her to meet with reporters.”
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The “media circus” is one unsavory outgrowth of a completely free press. Surely Thomas Jefferson
did not have the Michael Jackson trial in mind when he said, “Our liberty depends on the freedom of
the press, and that cannot be limited without being lost.”
Freedom of the press is meaningless if one is hindered in the process of gathering the news.
Still, governments are not obliged to make the job of being a reporter easier. Trahant is skeptical of
the idea that Red Lake unduly hampered the media. “It’s a little more complicated than that,” he says.
“They just restricted access. I have no problems with that.” Trahant thought the restrictions on access
were not too onerous for enterprising reporters. “I think we have to get smarter in how we do our
job,” he says. “There are certainly ways to get the word out.”
Trahant also respected the tribal council’s decision on purely practical grounds because of
“the sheer volume [of media attention]—it’s overwhelming.” Rave, too, says the controls “prevented
people from running rampant over the community.”
Did Red Lake’s decision to restrict the movement of the press reflect a larger hostility to the
media? Or did it merely illuminate cultural differences between Native Americans and non-Natives in
terms of dealing with death and the grieving process? Differences in how to cover death? The answer,
Scott Lyons says, is none of the above. “There have been a number of writers talking about ‘cultural
differences’ in this regard - in particular, I remember a story from the Chicago Tribune (I think),
quoting three non-Indian experts on the subject of Native religion who all confirmed that, yes, ‘the
Ojibwe prefer to mourn in private.’ I had to chuckle at that one,” Lyons wrote. “Which cultural group
prefers to do its mourning in public? I can't imagine anyone wanting to cry over their dead children
with reporters taking pictures of it all, especially after a tragedy like this. So the "cultural difference"
theory made no sense to me.” New York Times reporter Kirk Johnson picked up on the ‘cultural
difference’ storyline in an article published on March 24. "It's thought to be important to cry, to
explode - we think that that's authentic, that that's healthy," anthropologist Prof. Tanya Luhrmann told
the Times. "And the community response is less public and less dramatic than Americans have come
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to think people should be." Luhrmann explained that many American Indian tribes prefer to mourn
“inward,” that is, as a community.18 Lyons disagrees.
“I grew up in an Ojibwe community very close to Red Lake, and I can assure you, our funerals are not
closed to the public. In fact, if anything, they are much more open than those found elsewhere. We
usually have them, and our wakes, in community centers or schools where anyone can drop by to pay
their respects.” Implicit in Lyon’s statement is a distinction between public mourning at public
funerals versus mourning on the nightly news.
Red Lake used its sovereignty to corral the press. “A lot of people would appreciate it if their
local government had the power to [enforce media restrictions],” says Rave. In the editorial mentioned
earlier, A-dae Romero cited the long Native American tradition, pre-dating the printing press, of
encouraging constructive criticism of the government. “Because the government of Red Lake does not
want journalists intruding on a very painful experience of that community, does not mean a
government cover-up or lack of need for the truth. Red Lake deserves a time of healing and selfreflection within that community.”
Doreen Yellow Bird, a columnist for the Herald summed up the Red Lake-media issue in a
pithy way: “There are two separate issues here,” Yellow Bird wrote. “One is freedom of the press
within the Indian community, and the other is freedom of press for the external media.” Concerning
the later issue, Yellow Bird admonished non-Native journalists that covering tribal nations is the
equivalent of reporting from any other foreign country—essentially, you’ve got to play by your host
country’s rules. “I was taken aback at the aggressive actions o f some of the reporters at the Red Lake
shootings,” wrote Yellow Bird, “... You don't have to be that aggressive or rude to get a story. You can
be assertive, fair and deliberate. People will talk to you. With this story, for example, reporters were
not allowed to go on the reservation. But what's wrong with going to the border town and hanging
out?”
Both Rave and Trahant said separately that Native reporters had a distinct advantage in
covering the Red Lake shooting. When I talked to Rave, the restrictions on the media were still in

18 How much cultural difference is there? The television news is full of grieving people who willingly
talk to the camera and express their grief. Is that because non-Natives are more open with their
emotions, or because there is a cameraman and news anchor present at every time of crisis?
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place. “I don’t know when the [media] restriction is going to be lifted—I’m really not in the mindset
that it applies to me,” Rave said. Even where there were signs that explicitly read “No media,” Rave
and her Native colleagues read between the lines:
I was talking with another Indian about the sign that said ‘No media,’ and they said they
felt that it didn’t apply to me as a native journalist. If they could have put a sign on the
door that said ‘No white journalists,’ they would have done that. They basically told me
not to worry about it. They didn’t think it applied to me.

Rave believes Native reporters have a greater cultural sensitivity to Native American customs and
mores, a sensitivity that gamers more trust. “I had access to some ceremonies that if you weren’t from
the community, you didn’t know about,” says Rave. “I went to a wake for one of the girls. I was
given access and there people who talked to me who had refiised to have any conversations with other
reporters.” Meanwhile, Rave says, non-Native journalists, most of whom had little knowledge of the
Red Lake reservation, clumsily tried to get the story. “How many of those reporters were covering
other aspects of the community? For most of the reporters, it was probably their first visit to the
reservation,” says Rave.
Despite having an advantage over her non-Native colleagues in finding willing interview subjects,
she was often refused. “The first gal I talked to, I introduced myself as a reporter, and she just said she
didn’t want to say anything. Her reason was she didn’t like the image the media was presenting of the
reservation ... and that just has to do with reporters’ general ignorance of the reservation. ” Rave, too,
objected to much of the reporting from Red Lake. When I spoke with her, she synopsized the
ubiquitous storyline coming out of Red Lake: “‘These poor Indians: no wonder they’re killing each
other.’” Rave asked me rhetorically: “Why did they think poverty made a difference in this shooting
when you can contrast it with rich white kids shooting in Columbine?” Indeed, almost immediately
dispatches from Red Lake and the neighboring town, Bemidji, included descriptions of “rampant” and
“rife” poverty. The day after the shooting, the Associated Press published a widely syndicated story
with the headline: “Red Lake Indian Reservation Rife With Poverty.”

The pithy lead, 33 words,

reads, “The Indian reservation where 10 people died in a shooting spree Monday is located in a remote
area of northern Minnesota, and is home to one of the poorest tribes in the state.” On Minnesota-based
CityPages.com, reporter Mike Mosedale posted a story called “The real Red Lake.” Mosedale
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criticized “politicians, reporters, and other assorted gasbags [who] weigh in with somber
pronouncements about the woes of the reservation.” For the real story on Red Lake, Mosedale
recommends a book called “Red Lake Nation: Portraits of Ojibwe Life.” “The images-of classrooms
and moose hunts, of powwows and softball games, of funerals and feasts,” he wrote, “reveal more
about Red Lake than everything written or uttered in the past week.”
When I asked Dan Agent, editor of the Cherokee Phoenix, why the Red Lake tribal council
essentially jailed journalists in the Red Lake Detention Center parking lot, he wrote in an email: “I'm a
bit reticent to comment on it or judge because I'm not there and don't know all of their reasons for
making that decision. However, I can surmise that their reasoning may be based upon the tendency,
for lack of a better term, of the mainstream media to cover Native American issues in stereotypical
terms and from a non-Indigenous point o f view.” What stereotypes were in play at Red Lake? The
reports from Red Lake that highlighted the poverty there were not false. The oft cited statistic, that 39
percent of Red Lakers live below the poverty line, is correct. Writing that Red Lake is poor isn’t
succumbing to stereotype. However, the notion that all problems in Indian Country are related to
poverty may constitute a stereotype.
“I think there is criticism of the mainstream press because they tend to deal in stories that are fairly
sensation at the moment,” says Paul DeMain. “That is, if someone does something they cover it. If
there is a murder they cover that. I mean, look what’s going on with Michael Jackson and Kobe
Bryant. They tend to gravitate toward the story of the day, and so you get the rags and riches stories:
poor Navajo Indians and Pine Ridge Lakotas living in cars and trailer because they’re so poor but they
have their culture and that’s romantic, and here’s the tribes with millions of dollars who are rich
because of casinos. There are not a lot of every day average stories are printed in a lot of publications.”
Mainstream media are criticized because it seems their coverage of the world outside America’s
borders is limited to ‘coups and earthquakes.’

WHY SEPARATE NATIVE NEWS MEDIA ARE NECESSARY
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Why is it necessary for there to be a separate Native press? Why shouldn’t there just be one adequate
and diverse mainstream press that provides sensitive and in-depth coverage of Native Americans? One
argument for a separate Native press is that it’ll take a while until mainstream media outlets hire more
Native journalists, dedicate adequate resources to covering Indian Country and move beyond
culturally-reinforced stereotypes. “In the ideal world,” Dan Agent said, “the mainstream media would
not enter a sovereign Indian nation with stereotypes created by athletic teams, Hollywood movies and
inaccurate Indian-American history, which often [impair] the ability to do fair and balanced reporting;
and tribal governments and leadership would provide free access to information.” As the Red Lake
coverage shows, that “ideal world” isn’t upon us yet. When I asked Scott Lyons about the mainstream
press’ treatment of Indian Country he wrote: “Historically, the mainstream press has always, and rather
faithfully, done an atrocious job covering Indian country, and these days, Indian youth in particular.”
Native Americans not only have to endure poor reportage; neglect may be the larger evil.
Complaints that media outlets did a poor job of covering Red Lake were matched by objections that
the media cold-shouldered the shooting. In an email Scott Lyons wrote:
As for differences between Red Lake and Columbine, it's true that this shooting has received
less coverage than Columbine. Part of that is certainly due to the media ban, and another part
is due to the absence of dramatic video. But that doesn't quite explain it all. On Tuesday the
22nd, the very next day and before the media ban went into effect, my local newspaper, the
Syracuse Post-Standard, carried a story of the shooting on page 9. Page 1 was...you guessed
it...Terri Schiavo. Would a white, suburban school have ended up on page 9?

CONCLUSION
Before white settlement on the continent, Native journalism thrived. Tribal messengers,
unencumbered by fences, reservation demarcations and genocidal white people, had developed a
complex network and method of getting the word out. These messengers had both hermetic minds
(news was transmitted orally) and Herculean endurance (foot travel was the means of delivery).
Messengers had a crucial function in both war and peace. Tribal running messengers are
credited with keeping the six disparate tribes of the Iroquois Confederacy together. These “ultra
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marathoners” reputedly ran the 240-mile Iroquois Trail in three days.19 In 1680, Hopi and Zuni
runners provided a crucial service in helping to coordinate Pope’s multi-pueblo revolt against the
Spanish.
Needless to say, white settlement threw a wrench into, among other things, these impressive
systems of communication20. With European expansion and the subsequent concentration of American
Indians to isolated reservations—from which they were prevented from leaving—Native
communication suffered.
The 2000 Census shows that the population identifying itself as having at least some Native
American blood jumped 2.2 million from 1990 to 2000—an increase of 110 percent. This fastgrowing population is not becoming more concentrated, however. Centrifugal forces are spinning
Native Americans away from their indigenous communities, making a vibrant press all the more
crucial. It is a great irony that as the world become mores interconnected—through media, commerce
and transportation—there seems to be more isolation, fewer bonds holding communities together.
Newspapers can stem this trend. Unlike other media, newspapers often encourage community and
civic participation. According to Robert D. Putnam, author of “Bowling Alone: the Collapse and
Revival of American Community,” “compared demographically to non-readers, regular newspaper
readers belong to more organizations, participate more actively in clubs and civic associations, attend
local meetings more frequently, vote more regularly, volunteer and work on community projects more
often, and even visit with friends more frequently and trust their neighbors more.” Elias Boudinot
understood the impact of the press, and that knowledge undoubtedly strengthened his pleas for money
to start the Phoenix.
Dan Agent thinks that Native journalism is a phoenix rising from the ashes. Recent
developments in the National Congress of American Indians, and within the Cherokee and Navajo
tribes convinced Agent to write, in the Jul 17,2002 edition of Editor and Publisher, that “Native
journalism is on the cusp of something big.” A cynic might ask what the big deal is—only two tribes,
Navajo and Cherokee, among over 500 federally recognized tribes are making headlines with their
19 Dan Brannen, writing for Ultramarathoner.com, credits Native American and Alaska native
messengers as the first North American ultra distance runners.
20 Jeanette Henry, in forward to “Let My People Know: American Indian Journalism 1828-1978.”
University of Oklahoma Press. 1981.
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progressive stance on freedom of the press. Though accounting for a small fraction of all tribal
nations, the Cherokee and Navajo tribes account for a huge amount to of the total Native population—
by some estimates, nearly a quarter.21 So advances within these tribes affect many people, and will
likely bring change among smaller tribes.
Raymond Cross didn’t shake my conviction that a free press is good thing, but he did force me to
parse out why I believe it is essential. A free and vigorous press can act, to use the Grand Forks
Herald metaphor, as a chain saw, cutting through political corruption and social decay. But the press
function is also constructive. Its job is to generate social capital.
Even though, as watchdogs, tribal papers are often chained to the porch, they still succeed at
performing many of the myriad functions of a newspaper. For Mark Trahant, the tribal press is
successful at producing a crucial type of copy, which he calls “refrigerator news.” This is news that is
clipped and put on the fridge and covers everything from the last Powwow, the score of a baseball
game, and the list of who made the honor roll. “That’s extremely important to a community,” says
Trahant.

DEFINING NATIVE JOURNALISM
“Nobody understands that we need to define Native journalism,” says Frank King. Implicit in
King’s statement is that Native journalism needn’t follow the same trajectory as mainstream
journalism. “Journalists go on to the reservation and they wonder why they can’t cover something they approach it with an American mentality,” says King. King’s observation is buttressed by the fact
that most of the complaints of press interference at Red Lake came from mainstream outlets. Jodi
Rave, who had a journalistic visa at Red Lake, didn’t employ an American mentality. When she
attended a funeral, she left her pen and notebook. “Nobody had to explain what my place was, what I
should or should not be writing.” Should or should not be writing? Discretion of this type is not
usually equated with the mainstream press.

21 Census data show that of the 4,119,310 respondents identifying as American Indian, Alaska Native
and/or some combination, 1,027,730 respondents identified as (fully or partially) either Navajo or
Cherokee.
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Teresa Lamsam returned to her childhood home, after years working in mainstream media, to
run the Osage Nation News in Oklahoma. She found that some of her training was a liability,
particularly her aggressiveness as a reporter. “I remember one of my first experiences with my
mainstream cultural bias causing a problem,” says Lamsam, “was when a very large Indian man,
whom I had known for years, cornered me in a hallway and backed me against a wall and said ‘Sister
you’re going have to remember where your from and you don’t bring that white stuff in here.’”
Lamsam says the confrontation forced her to realize that no matter how diverse non-native newsrooms
are, they all are part of a mainstream news culture that doesn’t always jibe with Native culture.
“Instead of getting defensive or thinking that he’s ignorant or he doesn’t know what he was talking
about—his delivery left something to be desired—I thought, you know, he has a point. And so I let
that start changing my orientation and I kind of humbled myself and realized that I may know a lot
about how to do journalism in the mainstream world, but I didn’t know best how to do it at home.”
While Lamsam agrees that Native editors and reporters should operate with same level of
freedom as their mainstream counterparts, for her, improving Native journalism doesn’t mean making
it more like mainstream journalism. “To come in and tell me or tell my tribe how we have to run our
newspaper, or what kind of freedom of the press laws that we have to have—I don’t want any part of
that. Its almost this attitude of ‘See the cute little monkeys they’re trying to put out their newspaper,
they’re trying to run their government. Let’s step in and tell them how it’s really done.’” Lamsam also
cautions against seeing Native journalism as monolithic thing, with common problems and common
prescriptions. “What I’m saying is that tribal people—Indian people—are capable of addressing
freedom of the press on their own, in their own time frame, in their own way. And the way the Osage
address it may be completely different than the way the Chickasaw or the Choctaw [address it]. I
hesitate to lump everybody into one category of Native American.” In that vein, it’s important to
acknowledge that the term Native American journalism is an artificial construction—-a simplistic tag
that reduces complexity. Just as Native Americans are not a monolithic group with the same customs,
language or religion, Native American journalism is a broad term that represents something nebulous
and diverse. Like non-Native media, Native journalism comprises regional dailies, national radio,
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niche blogs and tiny community rags. Like non-Native media, Native news outlets have both large and
small budgets, wide and narrow circulations, and overt and undetectable political biases.
Perhaps the Phoenix will truly rise when, as is the hope of Teresa Lamsam, tribes realize the
potential of their publications—their potential both as watchdogs and guide dogs. “People just don’t
know what they got,” says King. “You can change the reservation more than the tribal leaders can.
You can make people stop stealing and abusing their power just by sitting down at your computer and
writing.”
“I think the future holds so much potential” says Tom Arviso. “But a lot o f it hinges on this next
generation of people, of our young people, who more or less are going to be responsible for taking it to
the next level in regard to being more educated, having more experience. They are learning the new
tools that we’re going to need to make us bigger and better. To make us more notable in the national
spotlight, so we’re recognized as legitimate, powerful force that needs to be respected.”
###
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